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Sleepless
inthe Clty

STROLLS IN THE NUDE? PSYCHOTIC
RAMBLINGS? JUST AFEW OF THE SIDE EFFECTS
WHEN NEW YORKERS DON'T GET THEIR RECOMMENDED
EIGHT HOURS OF SNOOZE TIME. BY ERIN FLAHERTY

aura Baran couldn’
remember the last
time she slept. Her
pupils were sodilated
shehad toremove
her contacts and wear
dark sunglasses. It got
to the point that, one morning, she fled
her apartment to relieve the stir-crazy
anudety caused by her insomnia. She met
afriend at a café in the Village, but found
herselfunable to eat. “Thadn't slept for
three, maybe five days,” the usually easy-
going 30-year-old musician says. “Ifelt
like I'was on coke—totally wired.”

Asherinability o fall asleep contin-
ued, Laura’s behavior grew increasingly
bizarre. “I called my mom and had this
really long, crying, elated, giddy talk with
her, telling her that I'd had an abortiona
few years back.” She also called a friend
in L.A.and begged him to singher the
Beatles song “Help,” convinced it might
soothe her racing brain.

Eventually, Laurajust crawled into
herbed...and waited. “I started to quietly
freak out. Ithought I was goingtodie
from being awake.” She finally collapsed
intosleep, and woke seven hours later in
aconsiderably saner state.

There’s areason that theycall New
York the city that never sleeps: Between
the shriek of car alarms (and ancient
radiators), the collective roar of smok-
ers gathered outside bars all night and
the rumbling, 4a.m. arrival of monster
garbage trucks, it’s virtually impossible to

create an environment that’s conducive
togetting those coveted eight hours. Add
inlong workdays, and city dwellers are
feeling downright crazy fromalack of
brain-boosting REM rest. A recent study
from Harvard Medical School and UC
Berkeley posits that sleep deprivation can
lead to emotionally irrational behavior.
Another from the Walter Reed Army
Institute of Research links slumberless
nightstoadecline in the ability tomake
sound moral judgments.

Take Josh Drimmer. Even in Times
Square, where you can runacross any-
thing from a singing guy in cowboy boots
and briefs to the cast of Sexand the City
filming a movie scene, he created quitea
spectacle last month: abed-headed guy
traipsing naked down Seventh Avenue,
seemingly without a care in theworld.

Sowas the 26-year-old Yale grad and
playwright practicing some audacious
exercise in self-expression? Performance
art? A prank? Nah. According to a state-
ment he later gave to the New York Post,
you can simply chalk his actionsup to “an
extreme panic attack brought on by days
of not sleeping. T had abad day.” (The po-
lice agreed, hauling Josh to Bellevue for
examination. After some much needed
rest, he was released.)

Dr. Jeffrey Ditzell, a psychiatrist at
Bellevue, confirms that there’s a con-
nection betweena patient’s lack of zz's
and psychological disorders. “Basically,
you switch over to brain pathways that
don't have as much filtering. Emotionally
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you'reout of control, and youreactina
different way than you might normally,”
he explains. “You're in a more fragile
emotional state. People who are suffer-
ing from sleep deprivation may even

“I'started
toquietly
freak out.
I thought
I was going
todiefrom
being awake.”

seem psychotic.”

In fact, so many of the patients admit-
ted into the psych ward may be suffering
from lack of sleep that “we try tomake
sure they rest before we can make an
accurate diagnosis,” he says.

Kevin, a 27-year-old film editor, has
never experienced psychosis, but he has
felt like a different person due toex-
haustion. Seventeen-to-nineteen-hour
workdays, not to mention occasional
all-nighters, are a given in the New York
movie production industry. “At some
point you just start behaving like you're
drunk,” he says. “I start gagging alittle be-
cause mymouth isdryand stomach feels
awful. I can’t have a normal conversation
because I seem tolose some of my vision.
I'm chugging Gatorade because I feel
hangover-dehydrated. I get very annoyed
and short with anyone who tries toask me
questions or needs me to do something.
Thinking is out of the questiorn.”

Joni Dennis, 32,a Brooklynite who

worksin TV production, recentlyhad

her whole work schedule change froma
noon-to-9 p.m. shift toan 8§ a.m.-to-5 p.m.
one—but when it came toactually going
to bed four hours earlier, she simply
couldn’t fall asleep. “T've been squeaking
byon two or three hours of sleep at night,
and I don'tjust feel tired, I feel crazy,”

she says. “l keep thinking I've lost my
phone, then I'll find it the next day in the
vegetable crisper of my fridge. Or I'll leave
the milk from my breakfast out on the
counterall day. Or I'll go out in the middle
of the night to have a cigarette, then forget
tolock the door when I come back in.”

When the effects of sleeplessness can
be so frustrating (and potentially danger-
ous), it’snowonder that, insured or not,
New Yorkers love their sleeping pills.
According to managed-care company
Medco Health Solutions, the number of
adults age 2010 44 who use such medica-
tions doubled from 2000 to 2004. (Not
coincidentally, aggressive marketing
campaigns advertising these drugs
proliferated during that time.) Today
Americans spend $4.5 billiona yearon
sleep aids. But after receiving numerous
reports of somnambulism caused by pre-
scription sleeping medications, the FDA
forced drugmakers earlier this year toadd
warning labels cautioning side effects like
sleep-drivingand other “complex sleep-
related behaviors” (translation: making
phone calls, eating or having sex while
still asleep).

Sohow can you prevent “drowsy dial-
ing” —or worse, traipsing around town in
your birthday suit? Experts claim the se-
cretis as simple as practicing good sleep
hygiene: No caffeine in the afternoon, a
regular waking schedule, a comfortable
sleeping environment with few distrac-
tions (move that TV out of your bedroom
ASAP!),and soon.

You could also spend a nightat the Ben-

jamin Hotel in Midtown Manhattan. The

Benjamin was ahead of the curve when
theyinstalled a sleep concierge almost
seven years ago. Since then, the program
has expanded to four specialists who
ensure you'll getagood night’s sleep—
or your money back. Accordingto head
sleep concierge Anya Orlanska, guests
may customize their pillows, mattresses,
sheets and even bedtime snacks. Anya
hasalso honored sleepers’ demands for
pre-bed massages and lavender spray (re-
quests for Ambien are politely declined).
Or, if you can’t afford to stay there for
$200 a night, you can always do what
Joni did: “I got heavier curtains to block
out the streetlights. And, yes, abottle of
Tylenol PM.”
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